THE PRINCE CONSORT, F.R.S., AND THE FOUNDING OF THE IMPERIAL COLLEGE

A lecture
by Sir Patrick Linstead, , For. Sec. R.S. [Plate Y T .R .H . ALBERT, the Prince Consort, died of typhoid fever at JL 1 Windsor on Saturday, 14 December 1861, exactly one hundred years ago. This evening I propose to examine the part which he played in bringing the College into existence, and to show why it is that he is regarded as our founder. This is therefore an act of piety and commemora tion. I believe also that such a review can give us a challenge and a source of inspiration. We should, I think, ask at the outset what constitutes the founding of an institution? It seems to me that there are three reasonable interpretations. First, there are the creative decisions which determine that there is a need for an organization with such-and-such functions. Secondly, there is the endow ment, the provision of land or money which enables these decisions to be implemented. Finally, there is the executive action which brings the institution into being as a corporate entity. It will be my object therefore to indicate to you the part which the Prince Consort played in these respects in relation to the Imperial College and its constituent units.
Before doing this it will perhaps be helpful if I sketch in very briefly the background of the period with which we are concerned. It lies between the two Reform Bills, those of 1832 and 1867. The first Reform Bill came five years before the accession of Queen Victoria and eight years before her marriage. The Second-Disraeli's 'Leap in the Dark'-came six years after the death of the Prince Consort. The year of the first Bill was that in which the first dim stirrings occurred which led to the beginnings of the College. It was then that de la Beche persuaded the Board of Ordnance to move towards the founding of the Ordnance Survey with results which we shall see later. The year of the second Bill coincided with the beginnings of the College at Kensington, when the Huxley building began to rise from the ground. The Prince Consort's life in England lasted for twenty-one years in the middle of this epoch.
At the start of the period, in 1832, university education in England was essentially confined to Oxford and Cambridge. Three other institutions were being founded at about this time, University College, for some years known as London University, King's College in London and the University of Durham. The present University of London, which received its Charter in 1836, was not a University as we understand it today, but an examining body without staff, students or corporate life. It has been said that it had 'no concrete existence between the recurring throes of examinations'. However, the British position was to some extent relieved by the Scottish universities which were active and of high standard.
English science was very largely unorganized and unsupported. The early impetus towards corporate activities given in the seventeenth century by the founding of the Royal Society had spent itself. Gresham's College in the City of London had faded out. The great scientists of the day-Dalton, Davy, Faraday, Joule-had no formal education in science. There were virtually no university or college laboratories. At the risk of over-simplification one might say that if a young man in 1832 wished to study science his choice would have been limited to Cambridge for the Mathematical Tripos or to Scotland or to a Medical School. He could, of course, always go abroad. We can get an idea of this by looking at the education which had been given to our own founding professors-those of the Royal School of Mines and Royal College of Chemistry. For our 'first eleven', the men who had the greatest influence in the early years, I would select de la Beche, Huxley, Playfair, Hofmann, Murchison, Ramsay, Warington Smyth, Percy, Frankland, Stokes and Tyndall. O f them, two came from the army, two from Scotland (one, Percy, the great metallurgist, from a medical school), two from Germany, two from Cambridge, and one from a London medical school. The other two were educated privately. There was indeed nearly a vacuum in formal scientific education. The low level of scientific activity in the two ancient English universities made them a particular target for criticism. It was objected that they were not only narrow in the range of subjects studied, but were open only to members of the established church. And contemporary criticism was not confined to the old universities. The Royal Society was under heavy fire and was only just starting on the reform which, within a century, took it back to a premier place among the scientific academies of the world.
Technological education was in an even worse plight than scientific. No university touched it. The Mechanics' Institutes founded with so much enthusiasm in Birmingham, Glasgow, London and elsewhere at the beginning of the century were beginning to decline. They were subject to the difficulties which have always attended part-time study by those whose school education was insufficient.
This, of course, presents too black a picture. It may well be asked that if
British science were as low as this, how did it produce a Davy, a Faraday, a Darwin? If British technology were so poor, how did we contrive to main tain the industrial leadership of the world? There is a danger that those concerned with any sphere of human activity exaggerate the importance of that sphere. Thus politicians exaggerate the importance of politics; editors, that of newspapers and professors, that of higher education. No system of education, however restricted, can eclipse genius, or even, perhaps, talent. Our success in technology was bound up with the native genius of our engineers, the skill of our craftsmen and the know-how of our workshops. But the basis of industry was beginning the long swing from craft to science and the gaps in the British educational system began to produce their dire results, at first unseen, but at last in a manner too glaring to be overlooked. Various remedial measures were started in the 1830's and 1840's. The most important in the story of the College were the activities of Sir Henry de la Beche, who began as an amateur the first geological surveys of the country. In 1832 he persuaded the Board of Ordnance to allow him to 'affix geological colours' to the maps of Devonshire and surrounding counties. A few years later he received a Treasury Grant of -£300 a year to help in this work. We can look on this tiny grant from the state as the forerunner of the large subventions with which the Chancellor of the Exchequer now supports the universities and the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research. By 1841 de la Beche with great tact and shrewdness had extended his activities and the state found itself supporting a Museum of Economic Geology, a Mining Records Office and the Geological Survey and Museum. We shall return to them later.
We should also note in passing the visit to this country in 1842 of Julius von Liebig, the German chemist. He came at the invitation of the British Association, which had been doing yeoman work since its founding in 1831. His purpose was to lecture and advise on the application of chemistry to agriculture. His tour was supported by Sir Robert Peel who had just formed his second Ministry and who had been 'bitten by this agricultural revival'. Liebig's liaison officer was a young Scotsman who had worked under him at Giessen. His name was Lyon Playfair.
So much for the overture. We must now raise the curtain on the chief character in our story.
Prince Albert, the second son of the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, was bom in the same summer as Queen Victoria, and brought up in Rosenau, in his father's small Thuringian principality. The house of Coburg, although not rich, was of considerable political importance. One of the children of 17 i8 Duke Francis of Coburg was Prince Albert's father, a second was Queen Victoria's mother and the third, Leopold, became the first King of the Belgians and an assiduous adviser of both his niece and nephew.
In view of the Prince Consort's subsequent concern with education it is interesting for us to glance at his own. Up to the age of sixteen he was brought up at home under a zealous and exacting tutor. His education is likely to have been more methodical and sohd than that of a young Englishman of com parable standing. At seventeen he went to his uncle's capital of Brussels and there studied under Quetelet, the mathematician and statistician. The Prince retained a friendship with him and a keen interest in statistics all his life. From Brussels he went to the University of Bonn in the Rhineland. His eighteen months there were propitious. He made rapid progress 'especially in the natural sciences, in political economy and in philosophy' (Martin) . His education undoubtedly sowed the seeds of the great capacity for hard work which characterized him, and in his later years drove him to the enormous labours which undermined his strength.
But this was still a long way off. In Bonn he enjoyed university life. He was a champion fencer (the walls of his old nursery at Rosenau had been pierced with rapier holes). He liked hunting, skating, swimming and the com panionship of his contemporaries. His mind was quick and intelligent, although Stockmar, the guide of his youth, says he had the habit of 'not dwelling long on a subject'. His youthful education ended with a tour of Italy devoted to languages, music and art. He returned home, 'the most eligible bachelor in Europe' (in Mr Fulford's words). In October of the same year (1839) he visited Windsor and renewed his acquaintance with his cousin, who had been Queen of England for two years. The following year they were married. Both were then twenty years old, and the Prince Consort's life was half over.
In the first years of Prince Albert's life in England he had httle to do in public affairs. The political leaders of the day-Melbourne, Peel, Russell, Palmerston-were content to leave him out of the picture. But there was a steady crescendo in the reliance placed on him by the Queen, till in the last decade his judgment, experience and immense powers of work brought him into a position of political authority, so that he was a kind of perpetual Minister and member of all cabinets. His basically liberal turn of thought was of great advantage to the country and he is one of the main architects of the British constitutional monarchy. Yet in his early twenties it was not only that he was squeezed out of politics but he was genuinely indifferent to them. Stockmar and his uncle had been most concerned by his lack of concern for public affairs; and at one time were worried that he never read a news paper.
In his early years in England, then, the young prince had time on his hands. He found one outlet in the management of the royal households, which badly needed reorganization. He found another, most congenial to him, in the world of science and the arts. He cultivated the society of artists, musicians and scientists. For example, he selected the music for many of the concerts of the Philharmonic Society and the Antient Concerts, his taste running to Mozart, Beethoven and, later, Mendelssohn.
He was promptly elected to the Royal Society, being admitted three months after his marriage. But he hardly found its atmosphere to his taste. He sent one botanical specimen for identification, but it is, I think, signi ficant that his accompanying letter says 'a good deal (of the substance) has been applied to the purpose of making waistcoats for poor people'. The application of science to useful ends was always in the front of his mind. He found one congenial organization in the Royal Society of Arts, of which he became President in 1843 and which was later to provide the first move ment towards the Great Exhibition. He found another in the British Asso ciation. He attended several meetings and was President at the Aberdeen meeting in 1859. He had also been present, thirteen years before, at the Southampton meeting, when the President was that great figure of the Geological Survey and the Royal School of Mines, Sir Roderick Impey Murchison. Murchison writes with characteristic gusto: 'It diverted me much to see how utterly ignorant the Prince's equerries were of all that they saw and heard, and how the Prince examined them. I was struck with his mathe matical knowledge . . . ' Let us now turn to the particular circumstances which led to the founding of the first unit of the College. In 1842 the repeal of the corn laws was imminent and agricultural production was a matter of national importance. The publication of Liebig's book and his visit to the country had drawn attention to the relation between chemistry and agriculture. These move ments, coupled with the fame of Liebig's laboratory at Giessen and of the chemical researches of Davy and Faraday, had brought chemistry (and particularly organic chemistry) into the limelight. It joined astronomy, geology and 'galvanism' as a popular and fashionable subject. It had, in 1845, something of the position which nuclear physics had a century later and perhaps molecular biology has today. In 1843 the Rothamsted Experimental Station was opened and in the same year a group of public men (which included John Gardner, de la Beche and Murchison) was negotiating with the Royal Institution with the idea of attaching a College of Practical Chemistry to the celebrated centre in Albemarle Street. The Professors of the Institution-Brande and Faraday-were sympathetic, but space was insufficient and the negotiations lapsed. The supporters of the new College were not discouraged. They urged on the public the importance of chemistry for metallurgy, mining and agriculture, (i) Among the prime movers was Sir James Clark, the Queen's physician and friend of Prince Albert. The project prospered and at a public meeting in St Martin's Place, Trafalgar Square (July 1845) a Council for the College of Chemistry was elected, of which Prince Albert agreed to be President. He was then twenty-six years old.
It will be observed that the new College was an independent creation of a number of men of like minds. It had no support from University or Govern ment. Clearly its chances of success depended very greatly on influential backing and skilful leadership. The Prince, by becoming its first President, had done it a great service. He was to add to this almost at once by helping to secure its first Professor. The story is colourful and must be unique in the history of professorial appointments.
The Council of the Royal College of Chemistry first consulted Liebig, who recommended Will, and after him Hofmann and Fresenius. Will declined the post. A. W. Hofmann was then Privat Docent at the Prince's old univer sity of Bonn, having studied under Liebig. He was attracted, but there was an immediate difficulty. The Council only offered a definite appointment for two years, but Hofmann was understandably reluctant to break his connexion with Bonn on these terms.
By an odd turn of fate, a fortnight after the meeting of the College Council, the main actors were to assemble on the banks of the Rhine. The Prince Consort took the Queen to visit his birthplace and on the way to Coburg they stayed with the King of Prussia in Bruhl between Cologne and Bonn. With them were the Foreign Secretary (Lord Aberdeen) and Sir James Clark as royal physician. The Rhineland was for the visit, which at Bonn coincided with a Beethoven festival. The Queen refers in her vigorous and graphic journal to the unveiling of Beethoven's statue 'but unfortunately its back was turned to us' and to the 'wild looking students with long hair and a pipe'. On the same day, somewhere in the background of the celebra tions, Sir James Clark met Hofmann for the first time and then introduced him to the Prince Consort. Their proposals to the young scientist were such a model of consideration and common sense that they are worth quoting: 'You ask', said Clark, 'that we may procure for you from the Prussian Government a leave of absence for two years, that you may be enabled, after the lapse of this term, to resume the position you now hold in case you should not succeed in establishing a school of chemistry in London. This we are most willing to do, but we believe that we ought to do more for you-we ought to obtain a promise from the Prussian Government that, should you feel disposed to return to Germany after two years, you should be allowed to join the University of Bonn with such promotion as you would in all probability have obtained by remaining in Bonn.' Hofmann thought that he might with luck be an Extraordinary Professor in this time; which led Clark to conclude that the Prussian Government must promise to appoint him to this rank when he returned. The Chevalier Bunsen, who was present, thought that this most unusual proposal might only succeed if the Prince were to approach the King of Prussia. In the meantime he would put the case to the appropriate minister. (You will remember that appointments of this kind in Prussia were made by the State.) The scene then shifts to the castle of Briihl where the affair was concluded with (as Hofmann says) 'unheard-of dispatch'. The Prince Consort persuaded the King to agree; but the Prussian minister raised a procedural difficulty. He could not promise to make an appointment after two years, because he did not know if he would then be still in office. However, a solution could be found. He could at once appoint Hofmann to an Extraordinary Professorship at Bonn and give him two years' leave of absence. So it was agreed.
Anyone reading this rather charming story must be struck by the kindness and co-operation with which royalties and ministers alike attended to this small academic matter in the middle of a great whirl of public events. The festivities of the day concluded with a great banquet at Briihl, followed by a trip down the Rhine to see the fireworks at Cologne. The Prince's secretary writes, 'the beauty of the scene was so fascinating that one quite forgot one was getting wet through, with the prospect of a long journey before getting home'. It was long past midnight before they got back to Briihl.
Hofmann was a resounding success at the Royal College of Chemistry. He stayed in England, not for two years, but for twelve. In 1847, when the original term had expired, the Prince Consort arranged for Hofmann's appointment as Extra-Ordinarius at Bonn to be extended for a further three years. He wrote to the King of Prussia, 'The excellent Professor has during the last three years been successful, by his skilful management and indefatig able energy, in raising the new Institution to a high pitch of usefulness and popularity, and there is every prospect that it will continue in the same course.' (2) It was indeed a fruitful time. Hofmann did as much as any man to open up the science of organic chemistry. His researches on the organic bases and on aromatic chemistry are classical and the laboratories of the College in George Street and later Oxford Street became celebrated throughout the scientific world. Hofmann received the Royal and Copley Medals of the Royal Society, and, when he died, the Chemical Society of London com memorated him by a memorial lecture given not by one man but by fourLord Playfair, his two pupils, Sir Frederick Abel and Sir William Perkin, and Professor H. E. Armstrong. I can remember Professor Armstrong well; so here with one intervening link we are joined to our beginnings.
The Prince Consort continued to support the College actively. In December 1845 he obtained the Queen's assent to its being named the Royal College of Chemistry. The following year he laid the foundation stone of its new laboratories in Oxford Street and he paid repeated visits to them. Hofmann himself on several occasions gave lectures by royal command at Windsor Castle.
The financial basis for the new College rested on students' fees and voluntary subscriptions. Early subscribers were of the highest eminence; they included the names of Palmerston, Gladstone and Faraday. But in time subscriptions fell away, the Government did nothing and the pioneering venture would have foundered if Hofmann had not generously given up his house and part of his salary. After eight years, in 1853, the Royal College of Chemistry was united to the Royal School of Mines and became in effect its Department of Chemistry. Hofmann then took over the chair vacated by Playfair who had embarked on his long career of public service.
Hofmann did more than carry out classical scientific work. The thing which he did and which had never been done before in Britain was to found a school of research. He laid the pattern for the future which was to be followed many decades later by the Cavendish and other famous laboratories. He collected round him a large group of ardent young men who heard his lectures, learnt his experimental techniques and promptly plunged into the almost unknown world of research in organic chemistry. This band of men were of unique quality. There had been nothing like them since Liebig's heyday at Giessen. They included Warren de la Rue, Frederick Abel, E. C. Nicholson, George Merch, Mansfield, William Perkin, William Crookes, Griess, Martius, Edward Frankland and Henry Bessemer, men who either became famous in science or in industry, many in both. We may pause for a moment at the name of Sir William Perkin who made the first synthetic dye at the age of eighteen and went on to found the industry. Other pioneers of the fine chemical industry worked with Hofmann and it is not fanciful to look upon his laboratory as being one of the springs which in time merged into what are now the mighty waters of Imperial Chemical Industries.
Hofmann continued with remarkable scientific success to direct the College of Chemistry after its union with the Royal School of Mines. But his growing fame increased the pressure put upon him to return to his own country. In 1863 the Prussian Government invited him back to Bonn to organize a new chemical department. The Prince Consort had died two years before and an epoch in Hofmann's life had come to an end. He accepted, and a year later became Professor of Chemistry at Berlin, where he remained until his death in his seventy-fifth year.
Such was the essential and central contribution made by the Prince Consort to the founding of the first constituent unit of the College. He played a similar but smaller part in the setting up of the Royal School of Mines, which went forward as a parallel effort.
The Museum of Practical Geology had progressed into a Geological Survey and Museum which was made independent of the Ordnance Depart ment by transference to the Office of Woods, Forests and Works. Its main functions were the geological survey of Great Britain and Ireland, and the maintenance of a collection of geological specimens. But de la Beche, the Director, was determined to include a training school for geological sciences, to be expanded later into a general school for applied science. He was a skilful and tactful negotiator who had the ear of the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel. A fine new site was purchased between Jermyn Street and Piccadilly (3) and a building suitable for both museum and teaching purposes was erected.
On 12 May 1851, in the crowded month which marked the opening of the Great Exhibition, the new Museum and School was formally opened by the Prince Consort. Flis opening speech, with its characteristic references to the useful and practical results to be expected from scientific studies, ended with the words: 'It will always give me the greatest pleasure to hear of and, so far as I am able, to contribute to the continued success of the Museum of Practical Geology.' A few months later the new institution started its educational work under the name 'The Government School of Mines and of Science applied to the Arts'.
The value of a place of education is in the final analysis determined by the cahbre of its teachers. De la Beche collected a fine team of founding professors. It included Andrew Ramsay for geology, Warington Smyth for mining, Lyon Playfair for chemistry, and John Percy for metallurgy. Edward Forbes was the first biologist, being succeeded after three years by Thomas Henry Huxley. They were a loyal and enthusiastic group; Ramsay, Smyth and Percy all served the College for more than twenty years and Huxley for forty-one.
The Royal School of Mines, as it later came to be called, from the start acquired renown for its high academic standard. But it has another and more general claim to fame. It marks a milestone in British educational history because it was a Government School and in supporting it the Government was for the first time investing money directly in higher scientific education.
The Prince Consort's views on the future of the School were explicitly stated in 1855 when Murchison succeeded to the Directorship on the death of de la Beche. Two schools of thought were emerging. According to the first, the Royal School of Mines together with the Royal College of Chemistry should be expanded into a great institution of pure and applied science or technological university. This might be termed the Imperial College policy. The second policy was more professional and more cautious. It took the view that the School had acquired a considerable reputation in a fairly restricted field connected with geology, mining and metallurgy and it was anxious lest this should be thrown away by a too rapid expansion into educational regions for which there was little evidence of a demand. (4) The Prince Consort, Lyon Playfair and, later, Huxley belonged to the first school; Murchison and Percy to the second. In a letter before he had accepted the Directorship, Murchison writes: 'At that time my great fear was that geology would be submerged in other affairs if a good hammer man was not at the head of the whole . . . I view it simply as the School of British Geology and Mines. The affiliated sciences are all subordinate to that fundamental point . . . ' The Prince Consort's views are clearly set out in a memorandum written in Buckingham Palace at the same time. He wrote: 'It is important that the opportunity afforded by the appointment of a new Director of the Museum of Practical Geology should not be lost for furthering the general scheme for bringing science and art to bear upon the productive industry of the country, as recommended by the Commissioners for the Exhibition of 1851, in con nexion with the appropriation of their surplus, and as approved by the Government . . . Whoever is appointed . . . should consider himself not in the light of a simple geologist, but as the head of a Government educational establishment for the diffusion of science generally as applied to productive industry.' There was clearly a difference of emphasis at the time and it was not the Prince's view which then prevailed for Murchison was appointed and under his vigorous leadership the School continued for some time to develop primarily along expert professional lines. The Prince bore no ill feeling for within a week of the appointment he received Murchison at the Palace.
We now come to the third way in which the Prince Consort participated in the founding of the College; the widest and most far-reaching. It arose from the Great Exhibition of 1851.
The 1851 Exhibition began in the minds of two men, Henry Cole and the Prince Consort. As far as can be made out they approached it independently and from different standpoints, but they soon came together and the idea began to take its final shape with the formation of an independent Com mission, of which the Prince was President. Later, Lyon Playfair left the Royal School of Mines to join the Executive of the Exhibition and became a Special Commissioner. This was the beginning of his long public career. He did not return to the College, but helped it from outside in many ways. The Exhibition, although it was supported by Parliament and the Govern ment-particularly by Peel and the Free Traders-never became truly 'official' and, in the manner of the day, its finance was independent. This was fortunate.
The Prince was not only one of the two creators of the Exhibition; he was the main driving force behind it and he took the main decisions. Its two themes were his-that it should be international and make for the peaceful intercourse between peoples; and that it should show the world the great material progress and the manner in which science, art and invention could benefit design, productive industry and agriculture. It was the Prince Consort who circumvented the factious opposition of the so-called 'fashionables' and the protectionists. It was he who obtained support from the continental powers at high level. It was he who tried to calm the doubts and fears of his royal relations.
A fortnight before the opening he wrote with pleasant irony to the King of Prussia: (5) 'Mathematicians have calculated that the Crystal Palace will blow down in the first strong gale; engineers that the galleries would crash in and destroy the visitors; political economists have prophesied a scarcity of food in London owing to the vast concourse of people; doctors that owing to so many races coming into contact with each other the Black Death of the Middle Ages would make its appearance, as it did after the Crusades; moralists that England would be infected by all the scourges of the civilized and uncivilized world; theologians that this second Tower of Babel would draw upon it the vengeance of an offended God.
'I can give no guarantee against all these perils, nor am I in a position to assume responsibility for the possibly menaced lives of your Royal relatives. But I can promise that the protection from which Victoria and I benefit will be extended to their persons-for I presume we also are on the list of victims.' The Crystal Palace was erected within a quarter of a mile of where the College is today, just to the East of the present bowling greens of Hyde Park. There, in Thackeray's words:
'A blazing arch of lucid glass Leaps like a fountain from the grass . . .'
The Prince would never have prevailed if it had not been for the enthusiastic and ardent support of the Queen. Men have often been powers behind the Throne; in this case the Throne was the power behind the man.
The Prince Consort planned the Exhibition, and Paxton designed the Crystal Palace. It was the Queen who made it fashionable. She visited it on no less than forty-three days, that is more than a third of those for which it was open. Her diary for 1851 contains repeated entries such as 'with all our guests to the Exhibition ...' 'Late as it was (9.30 p.m.) we went to the Exhibi tion. We remained two hours . . .' On 3 May she wrote to her uncle with touching enthusiasm: 'Albert's dearest name is immortalized with this great conception, his own, and my own dear country showed she was worthy of i t . .
She was alone neither in her enthusiasm nor her support. The people flocked to the Crystal Palace from all parts of the country. It even became the cause of the first excursion trains. Six million visitors went through the turnstiles. We in this College should be grateful to those who paid their shillings, for it was this money which bought the land on which we work today.
Some modern critics have concluded that the Exhibition was a failure. It is true, they say, that in 1851 it demonstrated British industrial leadership, but this did not last.
The great international Exhibitions of the next decade showed that she was beginning to be rivalled or even outstripped in inventiveness by other countries. It is true that it brought the nations together in peace, but three years later the Crimean War broke out. These seem to me rather silly comments. The Great Exhibition must be judged as an Exhibition; and as such it was a superb success. Almost alone among its kind, it made money, a great deal of money, and this money did a great deal of good. And the criticism that it did not bring in an era of peace is childish. Peace is made very slowly in the minds of men and not in Exhibitions.
But we must not pursue the Exhibition too far. Like some exotic migrant bird it was only a summer visitor to the Park. Very honourably Parliament reached the proper conclusion that it should leave, and Disraeli wrote to the Queen: 'The Chancellor of the Exchequer with his humble duty to your Majesty reports that Mr Hey wood's motion in favour of retaining the Crystal Palace, has been negatived by a majority of 221 against 103. Lord Palmerston misjudged the temper of the House . . . and made the mistake of declaring for the motion.'
The Palace was re-erected in South London. Many of you will probably join me in remembering the glow in the sky on the night when it burnt down eighty-five years later (1936). It is not perhaps entirely too fanciful to think that the new buildings devoted to Science and Art in South Kensington are rising like a phoenix from its ashes.
On Saturday 15 October 1851, Prince Albert presided at the official closing ceremony. Two months earlier he had taken time on holiday at Osborne to write an important memorandum. It begins: 'It is estimated that, after defraying the expenses of the Exhibition, the Royal Commission will be left with a surplus of from -£150,000 to -£200,000.
'The question arises: What is to be done with this surplus?' He went on to propose a scheme which I will try to summarize: 25 to 30 acres of ground south of Kensington Gore should be purchased. On that should be placed four Institutions, which should be devoted to the furtherance of industrial pursuits by study, instruction and practice and should contain libraries, rooms for discussion, study and exhibition. The branches should include Raw Materials (Metallurgy, Chemistry and Physiology), Machinery (embracing the whole range of Poly technic Sciences), Manufactures (Design, Chemical Manufacture) and Plastic Art. He proposed that the scientific societies and the Society of Civil Engineers, then separated and struggling for existence, should be brought together on the new site. The Prince's views were later developed in a good deal of detail. In the Royal Archives at Windsor there is a memorandum by him dated 20 August 1853 in which he sets out 'a general plan for the buildings it is proposed to erect on the newly purchased ground at Kensington'. This includes four large buildings described as 'Museums or Schools of Science and Industry'. There is also a large area reserved for 'Learned Societies'.
The Prince referred to all this as 'a very crude scheme'. But Disraeli with his liking for something large and imaginative wrote to him prophetically '... when realized, the creation of your Royal Highness will form an epoch in the aesthetic and scientific education of the people of England . . .' This prophecy has come true. The scheme contained in it the germ of the South Kensington Museums, the Royal College of Art and the Imperial College.
It is interesting to note the main differences between the Prince's scheme and the facts of today:
(i) The museum or exhibition side has in the course of time become separated (administratively but not geographically) from the educa tional side.
(ii) Most of the learned societies have not come to South Kensington nor has the comprehensive Science Centre which the Prince advocated been set up for them anywhere else.
(iii) The Prince's idea that the institution should be international so as to carry further this aspect of the Great Exhibition has not been realized as such. Under present conditions a link with a national system of education is essential both for academic and financial reasons. Yet the fact that the Imperial College welcomes every year more than five hundred students from overseas would I believe give pleasure to our Founder.
The scheme immediately attracted both support and detraction. Playfair became an ardent advocate. He favoured the development of a central college at South Kensington based on the existing Royal School of Mines and connected with provincial colleges through a common examination system; and there was much contemporary advocacy of a Technical Univer sity on the South Kensington estate. There was also much opposition. The scientific societies disliked the idea of being swallowed up in a large scheme and there were strong contemporary objections to the development of higher education in institutions without religious affiliations. In the event, as so often happens, there was a big initial stride forward after which progress became fitful and uncertain. The stride forward was along the lines proposed by the Prince.
The Let me now attempt to pull the threads together. The Prince Consort had a strong and passionate faith in the importance of the application of science to the industrial welfare of the country and in the importance of scientific education to make this possible. In the course of his fairly short, crowded and arduous life he did many things to further these aims. He may be regarded as having founded our first two constituent colleges from his involvement in their actual beginnings. But it seems to me that in another and deeper sense he is to be regarded as the Founder of the Imperial College itself. He led the Great Exhibition from its beginning to its successful conclusion and by his efforts left the College with the land which it now uses, and he had the vision of the use of this land for technological education in the broad sense.
Reading over the records of those days I have come more and more to believe that one of the main claims to fame of the Prince Consort (and he has many) is that he saw clearly the link between scientific education and the well-being of industry and the nation. In this he was fifty years ahead of his time. If he had not died prematurely at the age of forty-two, British scientific education might have had a happier history.
The forming of a fair and balanced judgement has been too long delayed, and he has been the victim of prolonged prejudice. He worked incessantly and with complete loyalty to this country, but in a sense he remained a stranger in a strange land. To the average working man he was a foreign prince; and the aristocracy never regarded him as one of themselves. He was shy and reserved and made few friends. Those whom he did make were referred to by Lord Lonsdale on one occasion as 'these damn'd scientific blackguards'.
He suffered, particularly after his death, from the immoderate praise of his admirers. The dedication to 'The Idylls of the King' will seem fulsome to many tastes and the 'white flower of a blameless life' is perhaps more likely to lead to respect than to popularity.
He later suffered at the hands of the detractors of the Victorian age. A campaign of snigger was easily conducted against someone high-minded, academic and basically serious. Young men of today may too rapidly identify him with the Albert Memorial and do not know that he had himself rejected the idea of a statue to commemorate the Great Exhibition. 'It would disturb my quiet rides in Rotten Row ', he wrote, 'to see my own face staring at me, and if (as is very likely) it became an artistic monstrosity, like most of our monuments, it would upset my equanimity to be permanently ridiculed and laughed at in effigy'. (6) If we forget both the rather excessive adulation and the rather mean denigration and consult the record of events, we must, I think, end by agreeing with the unanimous verdict of praise from the shrewd and experi enced men who knew him. De Tocqueville said, 'I have rarely met so dis tinguished a man.' His secretary, Sir Charles Phipps, wrote to Playfair after the Prince's death, 'I can safely say now that I never met so good and so truly great a man.' As this is a College occasion I may perhaps add as an epilogue the words of three of our members. Hofmann refers to him as 'the high-minded Prince', Murchison as 'this sensible and gifted man', and Playfair says of him 'he was singularly affable and lovable'. 
